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Introduction 


Punjab, is one of the most vibrant, dynamic and culturally rich north western states of India, where people espe- 
cially village women use their time productively by engaging themselves with various crafts. 


Phulkari being one of them is the ancient and most distinguished tradition which its people have and are still 
trying to maintain in spite of uncertainty and changing times. 


“PHUL’ means “flower “and “KARI” means work. Also known as “Gulkari” a very intricate needle work, along with 
bright coloured threads mainly red, orange, blue, green, etc Phulkari is mainly associated with duppatas com- 
monly known as “odhini”. 
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History 


The origin of Phulkari has not been traced. Where, Phulkari has been mentioned in the famous, Punjabi folklore 
of Heer Ranjha (a love tale) by Waris Shah. “Its present form and popularity goes back to 15th century, during 
Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s Reign”. 


Phulkari plays a very important role in a girl's life. Birth of a girl marks the beginning of the child’s grandmother 
of the task in creating the future bride’s trousseau, which is worn by the bride when she walks around the sacred 
fire during her wedding ceremony. When a woman gives birth to a boy she is given a Phulkari which is worn by 
her when she goes out for the first time after delivery, and during any religious festivals. Likewise when a lady 
dies her body is covered with Phulkari. 


Phulkari was never fabricated for sale; it was embroidered by a family for its own use, for every important 
moment in their local life like wedding, birth, and religious functions, therefore the birth of this handicraft was 
mere domestic necessity and not any artistic motive. Finishing a “Phulkari” signifies an important step for a girl 
to become a woman, as is mentioned even in the holy book for the Sikhs ““Only then will you be considered an 
accomplished lady when you will you - self, embroider your own blouse.” 


The embroidery work was made on a plain cotton fabric (khaddar) whose thread was manually spun, loomed 
and dyed with natural pigments, which would be joined either before or after the embroidery to form desired 
designs. Khaddar could be of various colours, but the most popular was red (red being auspicious), and it was 
considered as a colour for youth whereas white was used by mature women or widows. 


The embroideries were a mere reflection of their life. Things that they see, observe, vegetables that they eat, 
animals that they owned, were embroidered. Every woman had her way of embroidery, her way of representing. 
Just like any other daily chores she would teach this art to her daughter, thus there are no techniques or patterns 
that have been documented. For the same reason each family had their own styles, patterns and designs. 


Embroidering on the rough coarse material “khaddar” reflects the tough, hard nature of the Punjabi women. Use 
of bright colours portrayed the colourful life and the use of different motifs reflected their observation, their 
imagination. Wearing a “Phulkari” adds delicacy, grace, simplicity to their heavy build personality. 
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Phu | ka ri With time Phulkari became increasingly elaborate and decorative which led to the evolution of a special ceremo- 
art of stitching nial, Bagh Phulkari. 
a) reuat Bagh literally means “garden of flowers”, and the term distinguishes the flowered Phulkari is that the embroidery 
ee is So profuse that the ground colour is no longer visible thus the embroidery becomes the fabric itself. 
IDC, IIT Bombay 
Unlike Phulkari, Bagh demands more time and patience and more material, thereby increasing the expense. Thus 
bagh set out to be a status symbol. 
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art of stitching before wedding. 

by 
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Motifs 


Using their fertile imagination the women of Punjab developed various motifs. Inspiration was drawn from the 
vegetables, flowers, animals that they had. Some of them are karela bagh (bitter gourd), gobhi bagh (cauliflow- 
er), dhaniya bagh (coriander) and mirchi bagh (chilli). Some as lehriya bagh (wave) some as satrangas meaning 
seven-coloured and panchrangas meaning five-coloured motifs while the most common and beautiful motifs are 
based on the wheat and barley stalks that grow all over Punjab. Amongst animals the most common were the 
mor (Peacock) Designs. 


Recently new motifs have been developed known as Parantha (originally with eight colours), Kanchan Design, 
Butti Design etc. 


Thus every possible representation of life and nature find expression therein. 


Parantha Design Lehriya Design 
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Embriodery 


Phulkari derives its richness from the use of darn stitch in different directions (horizontal, vertical, and diagonal). 
Unlike others, embroidery on Phulkari was done from the wrong side of the khaddar with a floss silk thread called 
pat. Darning stitch was the most commonly used technique to make Phulkari and the quality of a piece could be 
measured according to size of the stitch. The smaller the stitch, the finest was the piece. 


Only a single strand was used at a time, where each part was worked in one colour. What was more interesting 
was that the shading and variation were not done by using various colours instead; one colour thread was used 
in a horizontal, vertical or diagonal stitch which resulted in giving an illusion of more than one shade when light 
fell on it or when viewed from different angles. 


Earlier the patterns to be embroidered were not drawn on the fabric beforehand; the embroiderer with utter 
care would count each thread of the khaddar to build her designs. This was because even a shift of one thread in 
the counting would have a visible impact on the final result. 


As it was easier to count the threads of a light coloured khaddar than of a dark one, it happened that sometimes 
the fabric was dyed only after the embroidery work was achieved. 


In order to create an unusual design or to border the khaddar, some other stitches like the herringbone stitch, 
running stitch, Holbein stitch or button hole stitch were occasionally used. Nowadays even French knot work, 
Stem stitch, Mirror work and as many as 12+ other embroideries are passed off as Phulkari. 
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People and Place 


As the women gets done with the household work, they get together for their daily chit chat be it on terraces, 
verandas, outside their houses with some on folding beds, some on stair, others on “peedhe” or “charpoy” (small 
jute chairs) the women of Patiala (Tripuri), Rajpura enjoy the sun “dhoop sakna’”, along with their Phulkari. While 
elderly women are busy cutting vegetables, playing with grandchildren, the young group enjoys embroidering 
Phulkari. It has become a part of their daily chores. 


Sitting in groups, the women help each other with their Phulkaris. Even if a woman is not able do the embroidery 
(age factor, loss of eyesight, bad health) still she is constantly helping the young generation, telling them stories 
of her Phulkari to keep the art alive. 


Shammi Bai, is one of the finest Phulkari embroiders in Rajpura, Patiala. She is 90 years old but still manages to 
embroider 2-3 Phulkari a year. She is helped by her grand-daughter who helps her in putting thread in a needle; 
and loves to learn and hear stories about Phulkari from her grandmother. 


Parwinder Kaur, a Phulkari appreciate, who taught herself the Phulkari, always wanted to do something for this 
art. So at the age of 29 with the help of “Nabard Bank” she started a Gurbachan welfare society .Here she teaches 
and brings out awareness about this art. So far she has visited, conducted workshops, started a “self help group” 
in almost 25 villages and has helped around 1500 women with this art. Her dream is to keep this art alive, teach 
as many women about this rich art and take it to an international level. 
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Streets of village Rajpura .  Parwinder Kaur, loves to teach Phulkari 


House of Usha rani where sometimes women gather — Usha Rani 
with their Phulkari 
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Shaami bai who is 90 years old one of the finest 
embroider 


Lady showing off ger Phulkari done on a dupatta 


she loves to sit on terrace with her Phulkari 
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Kanchan Rani loves to embroider Phulkari 


sitting under the sun, Rama Rani is embroidering 
Phulkari without any block printing 
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Phulkari Bedshee a Phulkari Bedsheet 
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Phulkari Pouch Phulkari on Jutti 
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Phulkari 

art of stitching To obtain faster and cheaper production a coarser and looser style of embroidery is being employed. With fast 

by growing industries, schooling, lack of interest for manual work, profitability, etc. the textile industry today, is 

Sonal Gupta imitating this art with the help of machines. 

IDC, IIT Bombay Phulkari today is not as detailed or time consuming. Today the woman does the embroidery from the top of the 
cloth rather from the wrong side of the khaddar. Khaddar is being replaced by cotton, chiffon, georgette, crepe 
and synthetic. Pat threads (self hand spun) by different range of fast coloured synthetic threads and slowly peo- 
ple are being replaced by machines. 

Phulkari is getting a label of contemporary context. Making a Phulkari is not a single woman work anymore. Em- 

Source: broidering a single Phulkari involves various stages from buying the desired cloth, block print, selection of colour 

http://www.dsource.in/resource/phulkari/ and then sending them to different villages to different women for embroidery. 


phulkari-today 

Mr Diljeet a wholesale manufacturer of Phulkari owns a small shop in Tripri, Patiala. He according to demand and 
requirement gets the Phulkari made. He buys his own cloth and has collaborated with block printers where he 
gets his printing done and once every 2 weeks travels to different villages where he distributes them amongst 


I. tnitrocuction the village women for the embroidery. He likes to make different things using Phulkari. So far he has got Phulkari 
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The Block Printing 


Introduction of block printing was to aid women in embroidering. Serving the purpose of guidelines, the block 
does not allow the women to think or use her imagination to create something new. It has helped both the wom- 
en and the shopkeeper in maintaining the size, the design and has tremendously reduced the amount of time 
spent in finishing a single Phulkari. 


Once the cloth is bought, the shopkeeper decides the design and sends it across for block printing. Different mo- 
tif blocks, with various sizes are used for printing. For bed covers, big blocks are generally used in the centre and 
corners along with one on each pillow cover. 


At times one motif is derived by stamping the block 3-4 times in different directions. Also while block printing the 
person has to keep in mind the continuity of the design. This is maintained by making sure that after one block 
the following block is matched with the previous, which sometime also leads to the formation of a new motif. 


The colour used for block printing is temporary dye. The colour is in the form of granules which is boiled in water 
for couple of hours and then when it cools down it is poured over a wooden block (wrapped up in cloth) which is 
used as a stamping pad. This dye gets easily cleaned after a single wash. Thus the blocks are just the guidelines 
for embroider. 


Mr Amit in his small shop does as many as 300 pieces per day and charges Rs 3 per cloth. 
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The Embroidery 


With a stack of his blocked cloth, the shopkeeper travels different villages where he distributes the pieces to dif- 
ferent women in same or different villages. The colours and threads are already decided either by the shopkeeper 
or by the buyer. Many women have started the use of frame as the cloth used nowadays is not coarse enough to 
be embroidered without a frame. Following the guidelines the embroidery is done from the top. 


There are some women who do embroidery without any guidelines or any patterns drawn beforehand. These 
Phulkaris are known as “bolpuri”. Here the woman pulls a strand of thread as a mark of reference, and following 
that they do the embroidery. 


Sometimes the embroidery is so thick that the Phulkari looks same on both the ends, such type is known as “kae- 
ta Phulkari”. 


The embroidery is done from top to bottom. Women have started using a combination of stitches like stem 
stitch, chain stitch, running stitch etc. Quality of a Phulkari have reduced tremendously, earlier where women 
would take years to finish a single Phulkari, women today are able to finish around 2-3 Phulkari in a month. Thus 
there is a wide range of Phulkari depending on the neatness of the embroidery. 
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This documention was done by Sonal Gupta, 


You can get in touch with her at 
sonalgupta479[at]gmail.com 


You could write to the following address regarding suggestions and 
clarifications: 
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